My Word
New Guinea alone. My favourite is the six-plumed Bird of Paradise (Parotia sexpennis). The idea of camouflage really comes to the fore -one minute they are concealed in the forest undergrowth, but when they dance they reveal their true colours; they jeté across the stage, and then make the most amazing head and neck isolation movements. They have an inflatable 'tutu' which they use to great effect when wooing the ladies, who watch the performance with a critical eye. Despite their similarities in plumage, males vary greatly in their dancing skills, and time really matters because, just like the Blue Manakins, it takes years of experience to become the principal male.
It is these three principles -namely how the natural world can conceal and yet reveal, of how individuals vary because they are both similar yet different, and of how the future becomes the past -that allow females to be so particular in their choice of males, leading to increasingly elaborate and exaggerated dancing displays. That is the nature of change -and why it can be so comical.
The Comedy of Change will premier at the Theatre Royal in Plymouth on 16-19 September, and at Sadler's Wells in London on 3-7 November 2009 (further details can be found at http://www.rambert.org.uk/ comedy_of_change/tour_dates).
